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Foreword

This fifth edition of Critical Issues in Education is especially welcome in the
wake of September 11th and worldwide acts of terrorism. Decent people every-
where recognize something must be done to combat terrorism, but many of us
have doubts about the efficacy of violent retaliation. One act of violence seems
to lead relentlessly to another. Still more of us worry about the trend toward
censuring (or even censoring) speech that raises questions about the actions of
our own government. It is alarming, too, that some of our citizens have
expressed willingness to sacrifice constitutional rights such as free speech, pri-
vacy, and speedy trial by an impartial jury in the interests of safety. We are
understandably afraid. But if we voluntarily give up our rights, one great battle
against terrorism will be lost. No doubt, strong arguments could be brought
against the position I have just taken, and so readers have encountered a critical
issue even before starting the actual text.

Critical issues require critical thinking and vice versa. Obviously, critical
issues are best addressed by well-informed logical arguments, but it is not
always recognized that critical thinking develops best as it is applied to critical
issues. Too many educators would like to teach critical-thinking skills without
getting involved in critical issues. They assume these skills can be taught in the
abstract—perhaps with a focus on the rules of logic. As a teacher of mathemat-
ics and philosophy, I believe knowing the rules of logic helps us to make sound
arguments, but it cannot obviate the need to grapple with real issues, and it cer-
tainly cannot provide the motivation that arises naturally when issues are pas-
sionately contested. Thus, it seems illusionary to suppose we can avoid critical
issues and still teach critical thinking.

We must learn to talk to one another without descending into violence. This
may be the toughest and most important problem facing humankind, and we
have not made much progress despite being aware of the problem for centuries.
T'used to think (and I still do, but to a smaller degree) that violence is largely a
problem of masculinity, but I've begun to see that women often have bought
peace by a process of repression. We say to husbands and sons, “Now don’t
bring up politics with Uncle Ed or taxes with Grandpa or religion with Aunt
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Lillian or . . .” and we counsel this avoidance in the hope of a “nice visit” or a
“quiet dinner.” The advice still seems wise, if our main aim is a nice visit or a
quiet dinner. But how will we learn to discuss difficult issues with strangers if
we cannot do it even with those well known to us?

In my Foreword to the fourth edition, I recommended that people open
conversations with opponents by discussing noncontroversial topics. John
Dewey also made this recommendation, and I still endorse it. However, we
can't stay at that level and hope to resolve our differences. My hope was (and
is) that when dialogue has produced at least the beginnings of a caring rela-
tion—one in which it is unthinkable to do real harm to the other—it should be
safe to address the issues that separate us. But if we cannot broach issues of
race, religion, money, or politics with loved ones and classmates, where will we
learn the necessary skills?

Nelson, Palonsky, and McCarthy have given us an opportunity to learn these
skills through a book filled with controversial issues in education. The issues are
real, the topics “hot,” and the presentation lively. Both teachers and students
should be motivated to go beyond the text to gather the very latest information
on each issue. Because the issues presented here are real and timely, their status
can change rapidly, and readers should watch for recent developments.

In rereading Critical Issues in Education, 1 was reminded forcefully of a phe-
nomenon in today’s education that troubles me greatly. Educators are not
engaging in aims-talk; we are not asking the great “why” questions. More than
thirty years ago, this same phenomenon worried Charles Silberman when he
wrote about the “mindlessness” of schooling. Carefully documenting his claims
about curriculum and classroom teaching, he said, “It is rare to find anyone—
teacher, principal, supervisor, or superintendent—who has asked why he is
teaching what he is teaching” (1970, pp. 172-173). Today one can make an even
sadder comment. The “why” question has been answered mindlessly: “Because
it's on the standard test.” My hope is that readers of this book will learn the habit
of asking why and come up with more adequate answers not only to questions
about curriculum and teaching but also to those of larger policy issues.

I'll close this brief, but enthusiastic, Foreword by drawing readers’ attention
to one of the most crucial of the critical issues discussed here—the privatization
of schooling. Is education a public good, as many of us have long supposed, or is
it better thought of as a consumer good? A consumer good is one valued by, and
of benefit to, the one who selects and purchases it. My acquisition of a consumer
good yields no direct benefit to the public. Such goods are offered at a range of
prices, and the public is not generally concerned about the goods available to
particular segments of the population unless something vital (for example, food)
is entirely unobtainable for them. Then compassion or self-interest (fear of
reprisal or revolution) triggers public concern.

What is a public good? The very definition of “public good” is a controver-
sial issues (Anton, Fisk, & Holmstrom, 2000). If we define it, as some econo-
mists do, as a good that cannot be privatized (for example, the light beam from
a lighthouse) or as one that can only be provided by government (national
defense, for example), then education is not a public good, because it clearly
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can be provided by private groups and can be restricted (as the light from the
lighthouse cannot be) to those who can afford it. But if we define a public good
as one that benefits all of society when acquired by any of its members (and the
more who acquire it, the greater the collective benefit), then education is clearly
a public good (Noddings, 2001). The question then becomes whether a public
good, so defined, can best be distributed, managed, and evaluated by private
organizations. Thus we have, in the question of privatization, not one but sev-
eral controversial questions.

As you read this book, be ready to think and speak up, but be gentle with
your opponents.

Nel Noddings
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Preface

We are delighted to welcome you to this fifth edition of original essays cover-
ing the great debates about schools in society. And it is a special pleasure to
introduce our new coauthor, Mary Rose McCarthy, who brings rich and vital
perspectives to this edition.

School and Controversies

Persistent school issues reflect basic human disagreements. Ideological differ-
ences in politics, economics, and social values undergird the battles over
schools. The issues and competing ideologies deserve critical examination. It is
informative to study schooling by reading newspaper or magazine reports of
test scores, finance, and school activities. But the media often ignore or gloss
over basic social or ideological conflicts and can sterilize issues by presenting
only one view; few media provide alternative views of an issue. The implica-
tion that there is one correct view obscures historical, political, and social con-
texts surrounding school controversies.

On the one hand, the public views American education as being in deep
trouble and getting worse; on the other hand, they view their local schools as
remarkably good, with excellent teachers and high-quality programs. If we had
a third hand, we could add another view. New views emerge as debates over
education stimulate us to rethink our positions.

Schools, at the beginning of the twenty-first century, are still among the
most important and most controversial social institutions. For over three hun-
dred years, people on this continent have agreed on the importance of educa-
tion, but have disagreed over how it should be controlled, financed, organized,
conducted, and evaluated. Two centuries ago, a very young United States was
debating the establishment of free and compulsory education, arguing over
who should be educated, who should pay, and what should be taught. We have
mass education now, but some of these same arguments continue about
schools. Of course, controversies about important issues are inevitable and, we
argue, healthy in a democratic society.
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A century ago John Dewey published “My Pedagogic Creed,” calling the
school the “fundamental” means for progress and reform of society. His book,
School and Society, published in 1900, laid out some basic social premises for
progressive education. Those progressive premises remain under attack in the
first decade of the twenty-first century. Social reformer Jane Addams, speaking
at the National Education Association meeting of 1897, noted the social pur-
poses of education and the need for schools to provide improved education to
“foreign-born children,” a precursor to current battles over multicultural edu-
cation. Susan B. Anthony, cofounder of the National Womans Suffrage
Association, argued, also in 1897, that schools then closed to women should
open their doors to equality. Race, class, and gender discrimination remain
educational issues more than a century later. Many other school controversies
have arisen over the course of time, but pervasive issues survive, often different
in patterns and details.

Our effort, in this book, is to explore a collection of pervasive and critical
school issues by providing divergent views on each. The issues presented are
dynamic. By presenting them in the form of opposing essays, we intend to
show how provocative and complex they are. That does not mean they are
unsolvable problems; it does suggest that good solutions rely on engaged and
informed debate. We see the terrain of education as rugged and rocky, with few
clear paths and many conflicting road signs.

For this edition, we completely revised and updated all chapters and we
have replaced some topics that appeared in older editions with new chapters
on current educational issues debates: equity and a gap in academic achieve-
ment, standards-based schooling, technology, and religion—church/state and
education.

Organization of the Book

The introductory chapter presents a background and a process for examining
reform efforts and debates in education.

The three following sections are each devoted to a major question about
schooling and are introduced with background material to provide a thematic
context:

Part One: Whose Interests Should Schools Serve? Theme: Justice and Equity
Part Two: What Should Be Taught? Theme: Knowledge and Literacy

Part Three: How Should Schools Be Organized and Operated? Theme: School
Environment

Each part contains chapters on specific critical issues, and each chapter con-
tains two essays expressing divergent positions on that issue. Obviously, these
do not exhaust all the possible positions; they do provide at least two views on
the issue, and references are provided in each chapter to encourage further
exploration. At the end of each chapter are a few questions to consider and a
brief sample of related data.
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The three coauthors each took primary responsibility for writing different
parts of this volume. For Jack Nelson this includes Introductions to Part One
and Part Two and Chapters 1, 8, 9, 12, 13, 16, and 18. For Stu Palonsky it
includes Introduction to Part Three and Chapters 6, 10, 11, 14, 15, 17, and 19.
And for Mary Rose McCarthy it includes Chapters 2, 3, 4, 5, and 7.
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SPECIAL PREFACE BY JACK NELSON
AND STUART PALONSKY

Introducing Mary Rose McCarthy

Earlier editions of Critical Issues in Education included Ken Carlson as our coau-
thor. Unfortunately, Ken is unable to continue in this work, and we miss his
important and insightful contributions as well as his critical judgment. We are
especially fortunate, however, that Mary Rose McCarthy, a professor in educa-
tional foundations and history at Pace University, has agreed to join us as coau-
thor for this fifth edition.

Mary Rose has a set of educational and life experiences that differ signifi-
cantly from ours. She served as a teacher and as an assistant principal in a
Catholic girls” school, and was moderator of the Black Students’ Union. She
was a consultant for several years to a large urban school district on gender
issues in the curriculum, and was a director of a cooperative urban program
involving a soup kitchen and shelter. Her academic background includes a B.A.
in philosophy, summa cum laude, from State University of New York, an M.A.
from the University of Rochester, and a Ph.D. from State University of New
York at Buffalo, where she was honored as a Presidential Fellow. Her disserta-
tion was on the topic of social justice in Catholic schools for girls.

Mary Rose regularly publishes and presents scholarly papers on a variety
of educational and social issues including women'’s studies, feminist pedagogy,
cancer care, religion, and the relation of gender to race, class, and culture. She
has deep interests and substantial activity in dealing with pertinent social
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issues, justice, and schooling. Her similar interests in social issues and critical
thinking, coupled with her wealth of experience in different educational set-
tings, complement us well in developing a book incorporating divergent view-
points on significant educational issues.

Our longtime colleague and friend, Rita Silverman, also at Pace University,
recommended Mary Rose very highly. After working on this book, we certainly
agree with Rita’s positive assessment about the breadth and depth of Mary
Rose’s intellectual interests and talents. We also can attest to her excellent grasp
of educational issues, her dependability in good writing and meeting dead-
lines, and her good humor.

We are particularly pleased that Mary Rose agreed to join us in writing and
revising this edition, providing all new chapters for her sections and offering
sound criticism on the rest.

Jack and Stu
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